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O'Connor: The Virgin Mary's Place in the Plan of Redemption

The Virgin Mary's Place
in the Plan of Redemption
Edward D. O'Conner.

c.s.c.

I
A theological appreciation of the Blessed Virgin must contemplate her, not off by
herself, but in the plan of Redemption. Panegyrics and devotions which detach Mary
from the structure of the Redemption cast aside the considerations that furnish the
reason and measure of Marian doctrine, and risk drawing their inspiration from nothing
more solid than an artificially induced sentimentality.
This is not said in condemnation of certain declarations by great Marian saints, such as
Louis de Montfort or John Eudes, who speak of her as a world, a cosmos, unto herself, in
which God abides with complacency as in a second Paradise. Such statements express a
true appreclatlOn of the singular dignity of the Mother of God, and the
incommensurability of her grace with that of any other creature. But a theological
understanding of this dignity and grace requires that they be seen and explained in
reference to Mary's position on the redemptive order.
Piety tends to single out the person of the loved one for devout attention, without
actual regard for systematic considerations. No objection can be made against it for thus
fulfIlling the law of its own nature, and regarding Mary not as an academic issue but as a
person venerated with warm affection. But theology is not piety. It too must conform to
its own exigencies, which demand that an object be understood in the light of its proper
reason, and in its relation to the theological cosmos. While Mary is a living person, she is
also a work of divine wisdom. She fulfills a role that enters coherently and functionally
into the structure of the Redemptive economy. This is accessible to a rational grasp, and
to an understanding that can regulate piety without chilling it.
The fact that Mary belongs to the Redemptive work already tells us something
important about the type of intelligibility that can be expected in a theological
consideration of her. The Redemption is a movement and structure brought about in
human history by the Creator's intervention in order to repair, and in fact to triumph
over, the break in the cosmic order produced by the evil use of created freedom. It
embraces the Incarnation with all its historical preparations, the atoning death of Christ
with its sacramental representations, the mystical perpetuation of Christ in His Church,
and the fulfillment of the Church in glory. The theologian, whose ultimate concern is
always with the Divine Mystery itself, and who is constrained therefore by the
fundamental law of his discipline to view all things sub specie aeternitatis, has always
been under the temptation to project upon the works of the Redemption something of
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the absolute and eternal necessity proper to the Divine Nature. Or, since he has in fact no
direct access to this nature in itself, he is inclined to cast upon the nearest analog
available, and to seek in all things the kind of necessity he can observe in created natures,
whose properties derive inevitably from the underlying essences. But in the sphere of the
Redemption, he must resist this temptation if he does not wish to falsify. For the
Redemption is a free intervention of a personal God amid the contingencies of history.
This freedom and contingency set the tone of the theology of the Redemption, and
therefore of the theological vision of the Virgin Mary, which has its place therin. In this
sphere, every detail is the object of a special determination by the sovereign divine
freedom.
Hence we are warned in advance not to look for a concept of the Mother of God in
which, by initially positing a fundamental principle, one might with rigorous necessity
deduce from it all her graces, privileges and functions. Such a rationalistic ambition would
be even more false to the mystery of Mary than the unregulated sentimentality which is
its diametrical opposite. What God has made of Mary must be learned from His
revelation ; it cannot be reasoned out a priori.
On the other hand, God's freedom does not imply that His works are arbitrary and
hence devoid of intelligibility. His activity is governed by wisdom, which adapts His
works intelligently to the ends to which they are ordained and the circumstances in which
they are achieved. Thus the intelligibility characteristic of the Redemption consists in the
suitability with which the divine work is adapted to the restoration of fallen man. "In the
mystery of the Incarnation," remarked St. Thomas, "we do not enquire what would be
more miraculous, but what would be more suitable for the divine wisdom and more
expedient for human salvation" (S.T. III, 31, 1 ad 2).
II
The Redemption of mankind has been achieved through the entrance of a divine
person into the human race. It had to be the work of a divine person; no creature would
be able to restore creation to its right relationship with the Creator. But it was not
intrinsically necessary that the Redemption be brought about through the Incarnation.
This came from a free divine choice, and it was this same choice which brought Mary into
the plan of Redemption. Hence, the sense of Mary's place in salvation history must be
sought in the same motives which account for the Incarnation itself.
It should be noted well that the Incarnation does not imply merely that God became
man, but that He entered into our race - into this race of sinners who are related to one
another, and associates in sin, through their descent from one another. The Son of God
could have become human by creating a new human nature not related to the race of
Adam; in such a case , He would have had no need of a human mother. What brings Mary
into the plan of the Redemption is the divine decision that the Savior should be not only
like us but one of us, our kin, our brother. Thus, it is through Mary that Jesus is related
to mankind and thereby qualified to act as our Redeemer in the mode determined by the
divine decree.
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Mary's function was to give Jesus human birth in the race of Adam, to furnish Him
with that body which was to be the means of our Redemption. And since Christ willed
not only to be born as man, but to undergo the development natural to human life, Mary
was also called to nourish and foster Him in the stages of weakness and dependence that
constitute human infancy. In other words, Mary is brought into the Redemptive plan for
the sake of the humanity which the Son of God assumed in order to save us; it was her
role to provide it and to care for it.
It is this which characterizes Mary's role in regard to the Redemption, and gives her a
relationship to Christ different from any other. The Sacred Humanity of Christ exists for
the sake of mankind; it was "for us men, for our salvation," that the Son of God "came
down from heaven." But Mary exists for the sake of His Sacred Humanity. This lays
down the fundamental law of her existence. Thus, her sanctification, and subsequent
glorification, were regulated, not by the normal measure of human vocations, but by the
exigencies of the Divine Person for whom alone she existed. Others were sanctified in
such a measure as to be worthy to enter into the Kingdom of God; she was sanctified so
as to be worthy of the King.
It might be objected that Mary's maternal relation to Christ pertained wholly to the
physical order, and so had no significance in the order of grace; for "it is the Spirit that
gives life; the flesh profits nothing." Such an objection wrenches the Divine Maternity out
of its real situation in the perspectives of Christ's redemptive work.
In the first place, the flesh of Christ was assumed by the Divinity precisely in order to
be the instrument of man's sanctification, the bread of life everlasting. And it was
through this sacred flesh that Mary was related to Him. Moreover, Christ does not ask
anything of men without giving them a divine return. The hospitality which He demanded
of Zachaeus was rewarded with the divine hospitality of the Kingdom of God. He asked
the Samaritan woman for a drink of water because He intended to give her living water
from the everlasting fountains of the Holy Spirit. So likewise the human nature that He
took from Mary was the instrument and occasion of a participation in the divine nature
communicated to her by grace.
In the second place, Mary's relationship to the Word made flesh of her flesh is not to
be confined to the physical fact of her giving Him human birth. Such a motherhood
would have been both inhuman and repugnant to the demands of personal relationship.
But the divine choice which summoned the Jewish maiden to her sacred office, although
it was an unmerited and creative act of the divine will, was nevertheless an expression of
personal love, and required a personal response. Hence the divine plan was announced to
her so that she might consent to it. Hence also her motherhood embraced the full range
of psychological and spiritual resonance which the mother-child relationship naturally
touches off between persons whose sensibilities are not so impaired as to be unresponsive
to it. But the person with whom Mary was thus related was God Himself; hence the
natural affection between them became a sacred and sanctifying bond, a modulation of
the charity with which God and His creatures love one another. Where the rest of men
love God as their Father, Mary loved Him as her Son.
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Finally, we must keep in mind the sacramental mode of God's redemptive dealings
with men. He makes use of visible realities as signs and instruments of that which He is
doing on the invisible plane of the spiritual. The earthly deeds of Christ are never merely
human actions; they always contain a depth of divine mystery, of which the external act
is a sign. For this reason, the human love between Mary and Jesus must be understood as
reflecting and manifesting a supernatural love of the order of grace.
III

While the Redemption has its root and foundation in Christ, it has its consummation
in the Church. That is to say that Christ did not redeem men simply as individual persons,
but by gathering them into a society around Himself as the Head. And Mary's singular
relationship to Christ, while distinguishing her from the rest of mankind, does not set her
wholly apart from them, but rather causes her to be the eminent realization of that which
Christ intended to achieve in the People of God as a whole. In order to appreciate this, we
must deal separately with two phases in the history of this People. In its fIrst phase, the
People of God preceded Christ as Israel; in its second phase, it follows Him as the Church.
Mary lived through both of these phases, being one of those in whom the transition from
the Old Covenant to the New was realized, and her place in the People of God must be
seen in relation to both of these economies.
The normal and principal form assumed by the People of God is that of the Church,
which stems from Christ. But prior to the life and work of Christ, a little tribe of men was
sanctifIed and formed into God's People by an exceptional dispensation. The reason for
this is nothing but an application of the personalism we have already noted. Divine
Person, entering into the society of human persons, wished to be received with
understanding and welcome, as befIts persons, rather than burst into their midst
unexpectedly like a meteor. He therefore prepared men for His coming (even though, in
the wisdom of His mysterious providence, He left them free to nullify many of His
preparatory measures). The race chosen to be the cradle of His human birth was made
ready for His arrival by being purifIed in its moral and religious life, informed (albeit
obscurely) of His purpose, and taught by trials, consolations and promises to long for the
Day of His corning. Thus it was the vocation of Israel, as a preliminary phase of the
People of God, founded prior to His Incarnation by the instrumentality of His prophets,
to give Him a human welcome when He arrived among us.
When the People as a whole failed to live up to its vocation, the divine preparation
concentrated more and more on an elect few who were inwardly as well as outwardly
men of God. Ultimately, Israel's offIce of giving birth to the Divine Redeemer was
fulfilled in Mary; and the spiritual preparation for this offIce likewise reached its climax
in her. She was made flawless and perfect in her moral dispositions, informed of the time
and circumstances of Christ's coming, and solicited to give her free consent to it. Hence
Mary is the culmination of the Old Testament, the personifIcation of the "Virgin
daughter of Israel," in whom was realized wholly and perfectly the offIce which had been
entrusted diffusely and imperfectly to Israel the nation. It is not therefore surprising that
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types and foreshadowings of her should abound in the history of Israel.
But the faith and holiness achieved under the economy of the fIrst Covenant, in
anticipation of the coming of Christ, were destined to give way to a more perfect order,
in which the grace of the People of God should flow from Christ Himself. His Sacred
Humanity was to be not only the reason but the cause of their sanctifIcation, the root
piercing down into the deep recesses of the Divinity and bringing up life-giving sap to all
the branches. His People were to exist not only for Him but by Him, and He would be
glorifIed in them because they were His work.
Normally, however, His members are not in direct contact with His human nature.
They receive His influence only by way of the Gospel and sacraments transmitted to
them by His Apostles. Even the latter did not receive the Holy Spirit directly through
their human contact with Christ, but only after His departure from them. Mary, on the
contrary, was sanctified directly by Christ, through His human presence. The seven
sacraments were for the common faithful, but Jesus Himself was the sacrament that
hallowed His Mother. The Holy Spirit came upon her at the very instant when the Word
took flesh within her. It is true that the Infant Jesus also sanctifIed Elizabeth and John
the Baptist when Mary brought Him to them. However, the sanctifying influence these
persons received from this transient encounter with the Incarnate Word was surpassed
immeasurably by that which Mary received through her intimate and prolonged
association with Him. The time which Christ gave to the formation of His Apostles for
the ministry to the Church was far shorter than the time He spent in the company of
Mary, when it was not so much she who instructed Him in the ways of men, as He who
educated her in the conversation of God.
The foregoing does not suppose that sanctifying energy went out from Him
automatically, like the emissions of a radioactive substance, with an influence
proportionate to the length of exposure. The point is that His human presence was more
than the mere physical adjacence of a body to its surroundings; it was the companionship
of a person - of a divine person who had adopted human nature and assumed a human
mode of presence precisely in order to use them as channels of sanctification. It is true
also that the effects of divine grace depend on the dispositions with which man submits
himself to it. But Mary was precisely the one whom Providence had prepared to receive
the Lord with the fullest understanding and affection.
Mary was therefore both the last member of the House of Israel, which she brought to
its fulHllment, and the first member of the Church. And just as the faith and holiness of
Israel culminated in her, so all the graces to be diffused throughout the Church were
concentrated in her beforehand, and to a transcendent degree. Israel had been the 'type'
of Mary, in the sense of an imperfect foreshadowing of her; Mary, on the other hand, is
the 'type' of the Church in the sense of a perfect exemplar, of which all that follows is a
defIcient reproduction.
The fact that she possessed none of the priestly and sacramental power of the Church
does not detract from her perfection as type of the Church, but, on the contrary, pertains
to it. For the hierarchy and sacraments are not the Church's principal reality. They are
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instruments eXistmg only for the sake of the sanctity realized through them, and
necessary only because of the imperfect condition of the sanctity attainable in the world.
They will be suppressed when the Church is perfected in glory; only its sanctity will then
perdure. As a type of the Church, Mary represents and possesses eminently that which is
principal and permanent in it, uncomplicated by the structures pertaining to its
temporary and deficient status. This is precisely as a type should be.
Thus Mary stands at the summit and meeting place of the two Covenants. In both
cases, the reason for her eminence is the immediacy of her relationship to Christ. All
Israel existed for His sake, but she alone directly and immediately. The whole Church is
sanctified by Him, but she alone is His personal work.
Charles J ournet holds that Mary not only belonged to both the Old and New
dispensations of the People of God, but constitutes in her own person a distinct phase in
its history, superior to the other two. While Israel belonged to the age which preceded
Christ, and the Church to the age which follows Him, Mary alone lived in the age of His
presence. The faith which linked Israel to Christ looked forward, in anticipation of His
corning; the Church's faith looks back on His life as already past, and now perpetuated
only sacramentally; Mary's faith alone was a contemplation of Christ's mysteries in their
present reality, a direct personal communion with the Word Incarnate. She alone had the
vocation of accompanying Jesus with understanding and appreciation of the meaning of
His work; even the Apostles failed to understand until after His work was done. It is true
that there were things which she too failed to understand; but this is because she, like all
those who must live by faith and not by sight, encountered mysteries that surpassed her.
Her failure to understand was never blamed on lack of faith, like that of the Apostles; and
what she did not understand, she at least took into her heart and pondered over, with a
love that was more powerful even than a petition for the wisdom which the Father of
Lights does not deny to those who ask for it with faith. We cannot measure the precise
degree to which the mystery of Christ was revealed to Mary as His earthly career
progressed; but we can say with assurance that it was sufficient to enable her to take part
in the enactment of His mysteries as one consciously and understandingly present.
This is why she has merited par excellence the title Coredemptrix. All the members of
the Body of Christ are called upon to collaborate in the building up of the Body, and so
to cooperate in the Redemption. Christ's action for them, unique, fundamental and
irreplaceable as it is, leaves intact their responsibility not only to determine their own
personal orientation to God, but also to support their brethren in making this same
determination. But what the members of Christ's body have to do for one another is at
most to 'fill up in their own flesh what is lacking of the sufferings of Christ for His body,
the Church.' Mary, however, has not merely to 'supplement' the work of Christ in this
common way, but to enter into and take part in His own personal and sacred actions. She
does not do this by performing some task for Him, doing some portion of the
Redemptive work, however slight it may be conceived, which could then be counted in
with what He did, by way of addition. Her 'part' is simply that of her presence to a work
that He did wholly and entirely. This presence is a participation because it is a
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communion with Him in His suffering and in His redemptive intentions. If His work had
been a physical operation, her role would have had to be described as passive and
receptive, and there would be no valid grounds for the title, Coredemptrix. But His work
is a personal and moral one, into which she enters meaningfully by her personal union of
heart with Him; and all the People of God, associated with her and with Him in the
Communion of saints, are the more blessed because she was there to do this for them.
Mary's primacy in the People of God explains also her role as Mediatrix in the
economy by which the life of this people is sustained. For it is the Law of this
commonwealth that those who are nearest to Christ serve as intermediaries for those
farther away. This is another instance of the adaptation of divine grace to the modes of
personal relationship, and to the peculiar modes of the human person. Society lives by
communications among the persons who compose it, in which one who has confers on
one who has not, not only material but also spiritual goods. Thus wisdom is
communicated by the wise man to his disciple. And it is to be noted that when that
which is communicated is a spiritual good, or life, the giver is not impoverished thereby ;
pn the contrary, his riches are sublimated by generosity. Neither (when all is in order) is
the recipient humbled; on the contrary, a note of sweetness and delight is added to his
possession by the fact that it derives from another's gift.
Such communicatioris do not seem to be confmed to the human realm; at least
according to the traditional theology of the angels, lesser spirits are illumined by the
greater, the influx of divine light cascading from one to another all the way down through
the celestial hierarchy. Even within the Trinity itself, life originates in the Father and is
transmitted through the Son to the Holy Spirit.
Without depending on such sublime examples, we can still observe that it is the order
of human affairs, and especially of human friendship, for those who are near to intervene
on behalf of others who are distant. The role of the Blessed Virgin is an eminent analog of
this procedure. Her primacy in the People of God is not one of dignity merely, but of
personal intimacy with God and participation in the life and sanctification that derive
from Christ. These personal riches, she in turn communicates to others ; her fullness is one
that overflows.
But Mary's intermediary role in the Church is radically different from that of the
hierarchy or sacraments. These function as instruments and, so to speak, channels of
grace by furnishing contact along the horizontal plane of history between Christ in His
historical mission, and those who are separated from Him by space and time. Moreover,
they serve for the visible manifestation and government of the Church. Mary does not
meditate on the historical plane, serve as a visible sign, or fulfill any 'governmental' office.
Her role is wholly the invisible and unofficial one of personal friendship. In human
society, the personal communion among the members is of more ultimate importance
than the official acts of those who govern. In the society of the People of God, charity,
that is to say the love for God of those who have been made sons of God, is the substance
of this communion. Mary's charity is a profound spiritual union with Christ, her Son, and
a consequent maternal affection for all those who are members of His Body. By it she is
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mediatrix between Christ and mankind. She does not intervene between them as the
sacraments intervene between us and the historic actions of Christ; her charity is a
transparent atmosphere enveloping us, and fostering a more personal and intimate access
to Christ. It is the presence of a mutual friend, whose warmth dissolves some of that chill
which separates us from Christ, prevents us from being as close to Him as we would wish.
Thus, at every point from which Mary's place in the divine plan be considered, her role
appears in profound accord with the most radical orientation of the Incarnational
Redemption. In her, the incredible love of God for man manifests itself as a delicate
attention to the most refined exigencies of personal communion and to the humblest
needs of the human person.
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